It is undoubtedly true that social media such as Facebook and Twitter are influencing the ways in which politicians engage the public, no longer hostage to the gatekeeping proclivities of traditional media but now able to broadcast their messages to anyone who wants to hear them. On the public's side, we can now follow politicians who are on Twitter or have a Facebook fan page, comment on their tweets and posts and send them messages directly. So far, so democratic. But how many of us actually do more than just read and how many politicians do more than just inform? Crucially, to what extent can the public influence the political agenda so that politicians not only hear but listen and act? The study on which this article is based aimed to explore how politicians in New Zealand use social media, especially Facebook, and their attitudes towards the effectiveness of social media in the context of a general election campaign. Findings suggest that despite their talk of citizen engagement, most politicians use social media as a means of distributing information (one-way flow) and to make themselves both visible and hip to the public. While cautiously optimistic about the role of social media in the lives of citizens, MPs also suggest that social media must be complementary to and thus incorporated in, a broad-based communications strategy, rather than be seen as a replacement for traditional campaign activities.
Introduction
Political parties and their politicians have always used media outlets to distribute their policy messages, but over the past few years, as the digital revolution has percolated down to the political classes, a new research field has developed which considers the use and impact of social media as tools of and for political communication.
1 Whilst some have come relatively late to membership of the Facebook/Twitterati, it is unarguable that all politicians recognise its importance, given the considerable claims for the Internet's prominence in an evolving public sphere. 2 The work on which this article is based draws on findings from a larger study of Facebook behaviour, which explored politicians' use of social media during the New Zealand general election in 2011. 3 The part of the study presented here asked politicians why they use social media in general and Facebook in particular, about their likes and dislikes of social media tools, and about their views on the role of such tools in an election campaign environment.
Much of the extant literature on the relationship between politicians and social media has tended to focus on the content of messages and posts and to mostly concentrate on European or US contexts with large parliaments and legislatures. Consequently, rather less research exists which explores the ways in which politicians in smaller parliamentary systems are taking up the opportunities afforded by informal media such as Facebook. However, as we show below, the findings from this study are entirely consonant with those which have emerged from other studies of politicians' use of Facebook and other social media behaviours.
Social media and political campaigning
An interest in politicians' social media use has developed from more established themes in political communication research including how social networks affect political participation , The study analysed Facebook posts from the fan pages of 28 MPs in the four weeks running up to Election Day 2011. 4 Bruce Bimber, 'Information and political engagement in America: The search for effects of information technology at the individual level ', Political Research Quarterly, Vol. 54, No. 1 (2001) , pp. 53-67; Aeron Davis, 'New media and fat democracy: the paradox of online participation ', New Media & Society, Vol. 12, No. 5 (2009), pp. 745-761 ; Homero Gil De Zúñiga, Eulàlia Puig-I-Abril, and Hernando Rojas, 'Weblogs, traditional sources online and political participation: an assessment of how the internet is changing the political environment ', New Media & Society, Vol. 11, No. 4 (2009), pp. 553-574. of social media suggests that, whatever its actual impact on citizens in terms of enhancing political knowledge, increasing political participation, 6 or constituting some kind of public sphere, 7 its popularity is unlikely to wane in the short or even medium-term. Shuster's very recent work with young women in New Zealand suggests that they are increasingly turning to social media as a way of organising themselves politically, appreciating the immediacy and flexibility afforded by these informal structures. 8 Thus, better understanding how it works for both politicians and citizens seems a useful research pursuit. 9 Some commentators even go as far as arguing that social media have become so important that politicians are now using that social media use was embedded in the cultural practices of both politicians and publics.
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As we see below, the same mix of motivational drivers were also present in our study.
Looking at social media from the public's point of view, findings from studies of various election campaigns suggest that social media could provide an opportunity for people guiding this work. In addition, and in particular, given the potential of social media to respond to the democratic deficit by enabling a less mediatised form of dialogue to take place between elected representatives and citizens as well as expand the extent of political participation, do politicians themselves consider that these are important developments? In other words, do MPs believe that the promise of social media as a democratising force can be realised via social media tools such as Facebook?
To begin with, we undertook a mapping exercise of MPs' online presence.
Interestingly, despite the importance that is often ceded to digital media in a political communication context, tracking politicians' online presence was not a straightforward process. We started to identify an appropriate sample by looking at the formal profiles of all MPs who were contesting the 2011 election on the New Zealand Parliament website. We then looked at the major party sites, focusing on candidate profiles. This proved fruitful, as many profiles included links to personal websites, Facebook and Twitter accounts. Where we could not find information, we explored Facebook and Twitter sites directly, searching for the names of MPs, which yielded a few more 'hits'. Once we had applied these strategies, we identified 94 MPs (77% of all MPs) who were present online in some way, the most popular online presence being via Facebook. These MPs were then contacted by email, outlining the project and asking if they would be willing to be interviewed; 17 MPs (18% of those online) agreed to take part. We then developed and piloted an interview schedule that comprised a series of open questions relating to the two primary research questions, which we used in a revised form with the final sample. Interviews were conducted either face-to-face or by telephone in October and November 2011 and lasted between 15 and 60 minutes. We then produced transcripts, which were subsequently analysed to identify thematic responses. All
MPs agreed to be on-the-record for the interviews and were later circulated with a draft of this current paper and asked if they were agreeable for their comments to be attributed: no one refused permission to be quoted. A list of the participating MPs can be found in the Appendix. We do not make any claims about the representativeness of the interviewees, since any self-selecting sample are likely to be more interested in the topic than all the others who failed to respond. Labour respondents were over-represented in the sample (9 Labour: 6 National) and women were also over-represented (9 women: 8 men), when compared to their numbers amongst the online MP community. However, the findings discussed below showed very little variation based on party, sex, age or status, with one or two exceptions, which are discussed below (see Appendix). There were differences in opinion, but these related more to personal preferences, positive or negative experiences of social media and a propensity to embrace (or not) new technologies more generally. For this reason and because the sample is relatively modest, we have not quantified the findings but instead, provide exemplary quotes to illustrate the general attitudinal trends we observed.
Findings
All the interviews began with the same open question, which asked about the interviewee's general attitude towards social media in general and Facebook in particular. This broad question was then followed up by more targeted questions as well as probing behind some of the comments generated by the first open question. The themes we explored in the interviews included: the positive and innovative aspects of social media, liking and sharing, differences between Facebook and Twitter, the extent of autonomy in posting behaviour, the integration of social media with more traditional campaign strategies, and the 'darker' side of social media. First, though, we provide an overview and then discuss the emergent themes. MPs suggest that it is a 'levelling' media, allowing a conversation to develop which values all parties and allowing a relationship to build between politician and constituent.
Overview
'I see social media as an increasingly important and much more direct tool [than traditional media] and a way of having real interactions with people and it puts you on the same level as the people you are trying to connect with … it means that they can see you as a human being and they can ask you questions and you get to defend your position first hand and it allows you to build relationships … it's more holistic' (Clare Curran).
Whilst this view of 'conversation' doubtless does take place in some instances, it requires the existence of dialogue and, as importantly, in order to build the relationship Curran describes, the dialogic thread needs to be continuous and this is not how Facebook works, nor is it how MPs actually behave on Facebook (see author et al., in press). What is perhaps more realistic is to consider Facebook as a means through which to begin a conversation with a politician which then goes offline or into private messaging, so Facebook There is no doubt that tools like Facebook make it easy for citizens to communicate with politicians and this ease is likely to encourage individuals who would not otherwise make contact via more traditional means such as the constituency office or politicians'
surgeries. In this way, Facebook can be seen to partially deliver the augmented democracy its proponents suggest, even if simply by virtue of making contact easier between politicians and the polity.
Networking, sharing and liking
Social networking tools have the potential to enhance democracy by allowing a million flowers (voices) to bloom, enabling individuals to speak to the one and the many regardless of temporal and geographical differences. As well as dialoguing with the public, interviewees also point to the ability of Facebook to act as signpost to other sites and places.
'A really strong benefit is that it [Facebook] gives other media an additional life.
For example, we've got a blog and all our MPs blog on it and we saw that the number of commentators on the site has been dropping over the past few years and a lot of those commentators were just trolls. But by pasting a link to the blog on Facebook and Twitter, it's given it another life, generating another round of comments. I'm finding that a lot more people comment on the blog link on
Facebook than I see commenting on the blog post itself' (Gareth Hughes).
This observation highlights an outcome of social networking activities that is often overlooked. In addition to the benefits of simultaneous posting to both Facebook and Twitter in terms of consolidating effort, the pages to which links are posted, be they blog sites or Party sites or even personal web pages, can see a significant increase in traffic, a point which several Labour MPs made in relation to the party blog, Red Alert. National Party MP Nicky
Wagner also sees considerable benefit in a multi-platform approach, where she can deliver one short message via Facebook and Twitter which includes a link to a longer piece on her website.
'I use Facebook because I think someone may pick up some information that way. It's information that I'm putting on my blog or sending out in an email or sending to the media anyway, so it's no more work for me to put it on Facebook too, so I stick it there. I use it to send people to my website, so it acts like a bit of a teaser'.
Most MPs do not receive a lot of comments on most of their posts although 'liking' is often the mechanism through which they get a sense of whether their posts are being read and/or receiving friendly approval. 'Most people, if they don't want to comment on a post, will "like" it and that's always good to see but I don't get a whole lot of comments, mostly likes' (Rahui Katene). Perhaps this kind of easy 'clicktivist' approach is actually preferable for busy MPs who can at least have the satisfaction of seeing public endorsements of their views which are visible to themselves, their friends and anyone else who happens to be viewing on that day, but without the need to respond to a large number of comments. 
Facebook vs. Twitter

Most politicians believe that
Not only, but also
When considering the integration of social media tools with campaign stalwarts such as the Town Hall or street corner meeting, door-knocking, sign-waving or even emailed newsletters, there was a clear view amongst all MPs that social media are supplements to, rather than replacements for, traditional campaign strategies. At the same time, there was an acknowledgement that as the technology developed, more people were seeing its easy virtues as well as the pragmatic view that citizens are mostly now disinclined to turn out to listen to MPs and candidates in real time, other than when they want to be especially supportive (as activists and/or family members) or especially confrontational (as opponents or discontents). There was also a view, shared by the majority of respondents, that social media is a young or at least a younger person's medium and while there are doubtless any number of nonagenarians using Facebook and Twitter, most MPs believe that they are not the typical demographic. However, as Nicky Wagner points out, a significant proportion of the voting population are not digital natives and it is vital to remember that. 'We're still struggling to communicate with some of our really keen people who are not even on email. Older people are the more reliable voters so we can't afford to leave them out, so it's a valuable platform but don't think it's the complete answer'. Thus, the most effective political campaign strategy is one which takes account of different approaches for different people and does not assume that everyone lives a 24/7 life online.
David Cunliffe makes a persuasive argument in favour of
As could be expected, politicians are highly pragmatic in terms of how much time they are able and willing to give to cultivating their social media profile, recognising both the opportunity cost of posting and tweeting when time-poor, but also regularly weighing up the strategic importance of spending time doing one thing over others. Nicky Wagner has an IT background and is very well aware of the power of social networking tools and the importance of being visible but believes they have yet to prove their worth: 'I use it
[Facebook] because I understand the power of these things … and if I got a good response, I
would be more encouraged to do it more regularly'. Rahui Katene considers that even without any clear evidence of effectiveness, an MP must 'do' social media. 'You can't ignore it, you've got to be part of it, otherwise you'll be left behind, so even though I don't know how many of my constituents are actually on Facebook, I still do it'.
Dark matter
All interviewees had some less than positive things to say about Facebook, especially those who have had bad experiences of social media. Examples of Facebook faux-pas by politicians more generally are legion and with the development of ever more sophisticated social media tracking software, their attempts to delete comments which they later consider to be ill-advised are being thwarted by sites such as Politwoops, 26 which track and then publish such deletions. For Darien Fenton, whose own provocative post about someone resulted in her having to make a public apology, responses from some of her detractors were not only disproportionate but frightening. She readily admits that she was naïve when it comes to really understanding how Facebook works and, in particular, the entirely open and public nature of the Facebook wall. For Fenton, her sex was not an incidental feature in how people reacted to her and reflects an ongoing issue which is finally being tackled by Twitter 27 in relation to abusive and threatening tweets targeting women.
'Politicians get stalked on Facebook, it's quite creepy and I started getting some really nasty stuff from people … a whole load of things that you can't imagine, so I blocked everyone saying those things but of course, you can't stop the emails coming in … what it showed me is that Facebook is really public (original emphasis). It also showed me that we still have a male culture which leads men to think they can say whatever they like to a woman … so I am much more guarded now'.
Our interviewees had a range of views about allowing members of the public to post on their walls, some restricting this entirely whilst others were much more open, but always with the possibility of taking down posts and unfriending people. 'Facebook gives you editorial rights to decide on what people can and can't say' (Aaron Gilmore). Some politicians are happy to allow people who they know do not share their political values to become friends, although they might warn them, in responding to a 'friend' request, that they expect that person to respect the rules of engagement, which allow vigorous debate and disagreement but not hostile or personalised attacks. There was also recognition that the nature of social networking sites requires certain flexibility in relation to 'acceptable' behaviour but there are limits and these mostly relate to the level of personal hostility.
'I never put up any information that I wouldn't put in a press release, because I think that Facebook is utterly insecure and that I may as well be releasing it on 27 Gross, Doug. "Twitter cracks down on abusive tweets', CNN, August 2013, http://edition.cnn.com/2013/08/05/tech/social-media/Twitter-abuse-button (5 April 2014).
email so I don't make any comments that I would be ashamed to have in the newspaper, because I'm sure that my enemies monitor the site' (David Cunliffe).
As Cunliffe demonstrates, politicians are very aware of their vulnerability in relation to hostile comments and the 'silent watchers' who lurk on their sites, waiting to share an injudicious throwaway comment which could cause embarrassment if circulated more widely. But they also recognise that they are public servants and their Facebook walls and fan pages are in the public domain, so post in the knowledge that the panoptic gaze is ever present in their lives, online as much as offline.
'Yes, you do you get trolls and I have engaged with some of them and on a few occasions ended up having an argument and then had to unfriend them.
Sometimes they apologize, in which case I think that's fine. But sometimes I just take them off because I find them offensive and it's my right to do that but it's really only been a few and generally people are quite respectful' (Clare Curran).
Conclusion: present, future uncertain
In general terms, and in the context of a general election campaign, the primary reasons given by politicians for using social media are to: make themselves visible to the public, both national and local; communicate with their electorate (actual or potential) and the wider public about their policy positions and campaign activities; and to be seen to be using an increasingly popular and populist communication channel. While this is a modest study of a 'I love the razzamatazz of being on the street corner and talking to people … a lot of our constituents won't bother to read policy documents, aren't on Facebook, won't come along to the meetings but if they see you on a street corner with your billboard and they recognize you and the Party, hopefully they will tick the box' really heavy and I feel that that's where I make the most contact with the people I really want to connect with' (Clare Curran). In these cases, politicians are promoting themselves as 'ordinary' people, perhaps believing that merging political statement with personal sentiment might encourage voters to consider them as fully human with regular interests such as sport and music as well as being good advocates for constituents. Others want to make a distinction between their public and private use of social media. 'I've been using it for nearly four years politically. I think it's a wonderful tool, in fact I'm using it almost exclusively for politics at the moment. I stay in touch with friends mostly from my wife's account to keep my
Facebook page focused on politics-related issues' (Gareth Hughes).
The majority of our interviewees regard Facebook as an increasingly important way to connect with constituents and some believe that we are witnessing nothing short of a fundamental shift in the way in which politicians and publics communicate with each other, communications advisers who are in thrall to social media and believe everyone else should be too, mistaking noise for action, heat for light.
The findings from this study suggest that the take-up of social media by politicians is influenced by a range of personal and technological factors which work together to determine both motivation and behaviour. Most politicians are uncertain about Facebook's ability to deliver results at the ballot box or facilitate genuine dialogue between themselves and the public, but they also recognise that social media are too important to ignore. Grant
Robertson's comment below exemplifies the pragmatic thinking that characterises the ambivalence with which many of our interviewees view Facebook and other social media, stressing that any communication strategy that does not involve human interaction can never deliver a 'gut feeling', can never enable a real conversation to develop or provide a genuine indication of political intent.
'Facebook can't give you any certainty. I can get certainty when I look someone in the eye and say: "have I got your vote?" Facebook can't do that. I don't think Facebook is capable of personal level discussion, it's a proxy for that, but it's not a replacement'.
